insurgency after the 2001 invasion forced a heavy reliance on ethnically-defined militia groups. Yet, ethnocracy, defined as rule by the dominant ethnic group, albeit in alliance with subordinates, does not align well with Afghan political traditions. The identity of the Afghan state has historically centred on an interaction between regional or tribal solidarity, nationalism and Islam, rather than ethnicity per se. This article discusses the interaction between these forms of solidarity in Afghan history. It offers a brief history of ethno-national politics in the country, and discusses other forms of socio-political solidarity centred on clientelism and kinship networks. It outlines the ethnicisation of elite politics during the occupation, as the military alliance introduced an informal model of inter-ethnic powersharing into the workings of the Afghan state. In its final sections, the article assesses postoccupation political dynamics, beyond ethnicisation. It argues that pressure for inter-ethnic bargaining and for non-ethnic political contention appears to be strengthening in the context of a would-be pluralist state, as defined by the 2004 Afghan Constitution, and with the formal end of the US occupation. The article ends by assessing possibilities for ethno-political dealignment, for enabling political contention within a broadly nationalist and Islamic political field.
Afghanistan and Empire
Whilst never colonised, Afghanistan is an artefact of imperial rivalry. This is a critical factor in understanding its prospects. In the first instance, imperial power defined its territory. With the British failure to incorporate Afghanistan by invasion, the Eastern border of Afghanistan defined the limit of the British Empire in the nineteenth century. British efforts focused on delimiting the state through territorial acquisition. The eventual loss of eastern territory from Afghanistan to British India was defined in a one-page document in 1893 that established the 'Durand line' (Biswas 2013) . Nineteenth century British-Russian rivalry was mirrored in the 1970s and 80s with the Pakistan-US alliance against the Soviet backed Afghan government.
A Soviet military guarantee for the Afghan government in 1978 enabled the US to lure the Soviets to 'into the Afghan trap', to 'give the USSR its Vietnam war' (as Brzezinski, President Carter National Security Advisor put it; see Gibbs 2000) . The effect of this was to create a decade-long civil war, in which the US armed warlords and Islamists (which later rebounded on the US with the formation of Al Qaeda). The assumption that foreign policy manipulations could only have consequences for the people living in those contexts was rudely shattered. The ensuing War on Terror very clearly demonstrated the extent to which the US and its allies were threatened by Al Qaeda insurgency (Goodman 2013) . The UNsanctioned goal of rooting-out governments hosting Al Qaeda or groups deemed to be its associates was interpreted by the US as a green light to invade Taliban-held Afghanistan, and led to a more-than decade-long US occupation of the country (Williamson 2001) . This brought the US and its allies into new state-building roles in Afghanistan, and the country has remained highly internationalised.
Again the future of Afghanistan sits at the centre of global empire -its future circumscribed by external forces. Not least among these is Pakistan, which was rehabilitated as a US partner in the war on the Taliban; concerns about military dictatorship and nuclear proliferation were set aside, and even the ongoing collaboration between elements of the Pakistani state and the Taliban was overlooked. In the process, a neighbouring country that has a strong interest in a weakened Afghan state has gained an important role in influencing the future of the country (Fair and Gregory 2013; Maley 2016) . Pakistan, in fact, may exercise a veto power on state stability in Afghanistan.
Since 2005 these issues have been brought into sharp focus with the growing power of the Taliban, which has repositioned itself as a national liberation movement at war with the occupying forces, and their appointees (Kamel 2015) . Reflecting this, the Afghan government opened negotiations with the Taliban for the transition to US withdrawal in 2014. A key element of this was recognition of de facto Taliban control over large segments of the country.
The Taliban continues to strengthen its hand by alternating between political violence and negotiations, and this has persisted since the 2014 US withdrawal, partly driven by external interests (Maley 2016).
A Brief Ethno-political History
As a crossroad between different civilisations connecting East, South, West and Central Asia, the Afghan region has been a melting pot of many ethnic groups who came to the country as invaders or settlers during the pre-modern era. These groups included Aryans, Persians, Arabs, Turkish-speaking people from central Asia, people from Mongolia, the Xinjiang region of western China and ancient Macedonia. According to archaeological discoveries in the North and South of the country, in about 1500 B.C., the Aryans invaded the land which is known today as Afghanistan. In the mid-500s B.C., Persians invaded northern Afghanistan, a Once in power, divisions in the PDPA started to emerge, mainly between the urban elite and more radicalised rural cadres with strong links into the military. Fearing the collapse of the regime, the Soviet Union signed a treaty of friendship with the government in 1978, guaranteeing military assistance in the event of a threat to the country's territorial integrity (Krivosheev 1997) . The regime became further destabilised with the forceful transfer of power from one faction to another, and was increasingly threatened by hostile forces internally and on the Pakistan border (Khan 2011) . The Soviet state bolstered the regime, sending ministerial appointees and military advisors, and at the end of 1979 several thousands of troops were sent as direct military 'assistance'. A new more pro-Soviet President, Babrak Karmal, was installed after the incumbent was finally killed (Hassan 1995).
The Soviet-backed regime sought to align socialism with Islamic social justice, using Russian financial aid to extend social services. However, the presence of over 120,000 Russian troops in Afghanistan inflamed nationalistic sentiments, and forceful resistance was unified into the Afghan 'Mujahideen', backed by the Pakistan state. The ensuing nationalist war displaced more than six million Afghans into surrounding countries. From 1985, under Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviets encouraged power sharing with the ' Mujahideen' and in 1986 installed Muhammad Najibullah as PDPA President to negotiate a truce and put in place a new constitution. This was to allow the Soviet forces to be withdrawn, which they were in 1989 (Kaplan 2001) . The constitution was revised in 1990 to remove references to communism, re-founding Afghanistan as a 'unitary and Islamic state', and Najibullah remained in power until 1992 when Russian aid ceased. His execution in 1996, after four years of civil war, announced the arrival of the Taliban regime. In his in-depth study of the Russian occupation and the civil war period, Sharma suggests a transition from ideological politics to identity politics, directly linked to militarisation (Sharma 2017) . In this he highlights how ethno-regional identity was mobilised against the Russian invasion and then later used a resource against political Islam, in part through external proxy-formation. This 
The meaning of ethnicity in Afghanistan
The concept of ethnicity in Dari, the dominant Afghan language, is most closely expressed in the term 'Qawm', which refers to a group of people who have a common ancestry, common language and culture, and a shared history and heritage. However, in Afghanistan, more markedly than in many other places, the meaning of ethnicity is blurred and shaped by other forms of identification. As Schetter observes, through the nineteenth century, 'identities
[were] derived from tribal origin, religious or sectarian belonging, social status and profession', noting these 'societal boundaries and group formation altered in place and time' (Schetter 2005a, p. 5 Certainly, since World War II the country has been more influenced by European assumptions about political identity, but these were often constructed. There are claims, for instance, that some of the names for Afghanistan's ethnic groups were invented by European observers. Schetter, for example, notes how 'anthropologists such as Schurmann invented ethnic groups such as the Pashai, Tajiks, Mountain-Tajiks or Farsiwans', creating the term Tajik, 'which was usually used in social interactions only in a negative sense for somebody who did not belong to any group but merely shared the belief in a common tradition, implied an anti-ethnic notion in general…' (Schetter 2005a, p. 5) . Reflecting this, regional and tribal affiliation is often a stronger market of identity: in Afghanistan people often identify themselves by where they were born, a locality that they identify with, such as Charikarie, Kabuli, their tribes and clans such as Barakzaie, Alokzaie, or by their occupations. Ethnicity is still not a primary category of everyday identity. If people do make reference to their ethnicity, it is often for the purpose of formally defining ancestry with the authorities.
Despite decades of conflict, it is significant that Afghanistan has never 'suffered from a secessionist movement, even though there have been serious conflicts between groups' (Adeney 2008, p. 539 With ethnicity mobilised at the elite level, kinship is more central in everyday life.
Afghanistan has been in a state of war and conflict for decades, and during this time it is not ethnicity that has sustained communities. Rather, it is been much more everyday structures of kinship and clientelism that have enabled survival: 'informal social security systems have been of critical importance in Afghanistan' (Schütte 2009, p. 479) . Family and kinship is the major means of support in the times of crisis, and offers a foundational form of identity, linked with regional and tribal affiliations. In a country where civil society and the state are weak, kinship governs the individual's life and activities (Wimmer and Schetter 2003) . In Afghanistan when people refer to their family they generally mean their extended family, often across a kin-based network with several hundred members, linked through strong social and economic bonds (Tapper 1991) .
Kinship links with wider clientelist structures. These have their origins in the originally feudal system of Arbab wa Rayat, or 'client and patron'. In this system, family or tribal leaders, landholders or employers, provide protection for the individuals that depend on them.
Such protection creates an obligation for the Rayat or client, who must show their absolute loyalty to the Arbab or patron, when required. There also more informal structures of community duty for the well-off. In most neighborhoods there are individuals who support their locality, as part of their religious observance. Under the name of Khairat or baraie Khada (charity in the name of God or because of God), respected and wealthy members of a locality devote an amount of their daily income to the poorer members of their neighborhood.
With the breakdown of state authority and civil conflict since 1979 dependence on these systems of mutual obligation has spread, so that many Afghans are now somehow connected a powerful patron. Sharan argues these relations 'characterise the daily politics of contemporary Afghanistan… in which selective benefits are distributed to individuals or groups in exchange for loyalty or political support'; they then 'link factional elites and their regional-ethnic or tribal clients to the state' (Sharan 2011 (Sharan , p. 1119 . He characterises the postinvasion political settlement as centring on the accommodation and legitimation of ethnoregional elites, producing a heightened ethnicisation of politics. Informal clientelism as a social practice is distinct from state corruption, which is extensive and has deeply corrosive effects (Braithwaite and Wardak 2013) . Rangelov and Theros found that the 'system of governance gives rise to an acute sense of injustice among ordinary Afghans, as they witness the contrast between their own deprivation and daily struggle for survival, and the growing wealth of a privileged group of officials and power brokers' 
From Warlordism to Ethnocracy
When global and regional powers intervene in Afghanistan they have invariably assumed the existence of ethnic division. One example is Tomsen's account of US diplomacy in the region, which highlights great power manipulations in the country: in doing so it exposes assumptions about ethnic rivalry, especially in the immediate post-Communist civil war (Tomsen 2011) . Intervention, whether to favour one ethnic group over another, or to 'manage' inter-ethnic relations, preempts the possibility of other foundations for political solidarity, be they tribal, religious, regional or national. Often external observers assume that ethnic groups have a clear and distinct identity, and read local conflicts as ethnic disputes. One journalist recently replicated the recurrent claim about Afghans, that 'historically when they haven't been united fighting outsiders, they've been fighting each other' (Campbell 2013) . Consecutive Soviet-aligned governments in Kabul had warned people of foreigners' plans to divide the country on ethnic lines. There was some degree of truth in this as both Iran and Pakistan had an interest in ethnicising the war, and funded ethnic proxies to achieve this (Pstrusinska 1990 As outlined by Ali, the breakdown was follows: 'Ahmad Shah Massoud's and Burhanuddin Rabbani's Northern Alliance became today's Jamiat-e-Islami, a primarily Tajik organisation.
Uzbeks organised under Rashid Dostum's Junbesh-e-Milli. Abdul Ali Mazari's followers were now under the Hazara Hezb-e-Wahdat. And Pashtuns followed Gulbuddin Hekmatyar's Hezb-e-Islami… The Mujahidin, the resistance who fought against the communist government, was fractioned into groups aligned to ethnicity as well. For instance, mainly Tajiks followed Ahmad Shah Massoud, Hazaras were led by Abdul Ali Mazari, Uzbeks and Turkmens were behind Abdul Rashid Dostum, and Pashtuns were with Gulbuddin Hekmatyar' (Ali 2015, p. 10) . As discussed below, there was no necessary public consensus behind these Beyond religion and ethno-regional identification, the constitution also vests its authority in national political solidarity. Here the foundation for solidarity is the state itself, legitimised as an expression of the Afghan nation. Legitimacy may be claimed in terms of a value commitment, vested in human rights norms and national citizenship, and in terms of representation as expressed in elected national assemblies and the elected presidency. In terms of representation the 2004 constitution vests considerable power in the directly-elected President, who selects two Vice-Presidents, appoints Ministers, defines policy and appoints provincial Governors. It also establishes a directly-elected lower house 'of the people'. The parliamentary electoral system is majoritarian, with more than one candidate per constituency, elected under the Single Non-Transferable Vote system. In addition, an upper house 'of elders' is constituted from provincial and district councils, with a third of its membership appointed by the presidency. The lower house holds the legislative power; the upper house takes a more advisory role. Judicial authority is vested in an independent supreme court, which has the responsibility to enforce constitutional protections for the citizenry. The Court is to entrench human rights, non-discrimination and civil and political freedoms, qualified by undefined 'duties', and by a broader 'public interest' (Aricles 22, 23 and 24). 
